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Zohar
rhwzh rps

Simeon bar Yohai (attributed to)
1558–60, Mantua—Meir ben Ephraim of Padua and 

Jacob ben Naphtali ha-Kohen of Gazolo

Classic kabbalistic work of Jewish mysticism, attributed to the tanna R. Simeon bar Yohai

(second century). Written in Aramaic and Hebrew, Sefer ha-Zohar al ha-Torah is a compre-

hensive system of kabbalistic theosophy, encompassing cosmology, the soul, and good and

evil. It is an esoteric commentary on the Torah, with homilies, midrashic passages, para-

bles, and numerous discursive passages. It is based on the concept that scriptures possess

a concealed stratum, deciphered by Kabbalah, expressing the inner meaning of the Torah,

with its “splendor, beauty, and greatness.”

The title page has the architectural frame typical of Mantua imprints. The editors were

R. Immanuel ben Gabriel Kuropoli and Abraham ben Meshullam Modena. The entire

work is in three volumes: on Genesis; on Exodus; and the last, on Leviticus through

Deuteronomy. The work is set thirty-two lines to a page, in a single column. The editor

was R. Immanuel ben Jekuthiel of Benevento. Several volumes include verse in praise of

the work. There are two types of rabbinic letters, with headings and initial words in two

sizes of square letters. Eight paper stocks (several countermarked) were used. Benevento

used ten manuscripts to prepare the text, selecting the two best; he subsequently acquired

another manuscript from Safed with which he finalized the text.

There was considerable Jewish opposition to the printing of the Zohar, the opponents

including important kabbalists, who felt that its esoteric contents were not for the masses.

Those in favor, among them R. Isaac Joshua Lattes of Pesaro, whose permission to print

is included in the first volume, and Moses Basola of Pesaro, saw in its printing an oppor-

tunity to save the generation from the religious and ethical corruption threatening those

not engaged in the study of Kabbalah. Furthermore, it provided an alternative to the study

of the Talmud, now banned, and was a tool in the battle against philosophy. That there

was a market for such a work is evidenced by the fact that before this edition was com-

pleted another publisher, Vincenzo Conti, published a rival edition in Cremona (1559–60,

see below, pp. 502–03). It has been suggested that the rival editions were directed to

different export markets, that of Mantua to the Levant, of Cremona to northern Europe.

Permission to print also came from the Cardinal Archbishop of Mantua and Jacobus

Geraldinus (an apostate), Commissarius by appointment of the Pope, who declared it free

of matter offensive to the Church. Such approval would be short-lived, however, for the

Zohar would soon be included in the index.

The Zohar is traditionally attributed to R. Simeon bar Yohai, who wrote it during the

thirteen years he hid in a cave, together with his son Eliezer, from the Romans. Among

those challenging this accreditation are R. Jacob Emden (Yavez, 1697–1776) in Mitpahat

Sefarim (1768), writing that the Zohar contains numerous modern interpolations. More

recently, and more aggressively, many modern scholars contend that the Zohar is a later,

pseudepigraphic work, the true author being the Spanish kabbalist, R. Moses ben Shem

Tov de Leon (c. 1240–1305). Other scholars, however, offer refutations, arguing for the

antiquity of the Zohar.

Format 80: 251, 269, 300 leaves. Reprinted in Cremona (1559–60).
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Zohar
rhwzh rps

Simeon bar Yohai (attributed to)
1559–60, Cremona—Vincenzo Conti

Classic kabbalistic work of Jewish mysticism, attributed to the tanna R. Simeon bar Yohai.

The is the second edition of the Zohar (Book of Splendor), the first printing being that of

Meir ben Ephraim of Padua and Jacob ben Naphtali ha-Kohen of Gazolo in Mantua

(1558–60, see above, pp. 484–85), at which time Vincenzo Conti brought out this rival

edition.

The title page has a decorative architectural frame with figurines in the bottom squares

and cherubim at the top along the sides. Above the arch is the vignette of Akedat Yizhak,

surmounted by an eagle, subsequently used in Venice, Padua and Cracow. Initial words

of biblical books are set in a border comprised of sections used on the title pages of other,

smaller books printed by Conti. The title page notes several enhancements to this edition,

such as the inclusion of Midrash Ruth, which were not printed. It is dated, “‘For the Lord

will not forsake çfy (319 = 1559) his people [for his great name’s sake]’ (I Samuel 12:22),

and it was completed in the year ˚çh (5320 = 1560).” The colophon dates the comple-

tion to Friday, Rosh Hodesh Kislev, 5319 (November 21, 1558), certainly an error. The

colophon further informs that the correctors were Hayyim ben Samuel ibn Gattino and

“Vittorio Eliano, grandson of the foremost grammarian, Elijah Bahur Ashkenazi Segal,”

this last an apostate.

The title page is followed by the introduction, in which this edition is praised and con-

trasted to the Mantua edition, which is disparaged. Among the differences, in fact, between

the two are that this edition is a folio, printed in a single volume, with the text in two

columns in square letters, in contrast to the Mantua edition, which is a three-volume

quarto, with the text in a single column in rabbinic letters. Although this is the more

more attractive of the two, it is the Mantua edition that is the more highly regarded.

Additional features of this edition are that each biblical book has its own double pagina-

tion, that is, folios are numbered twice, once by folio and once by column. Six manu-

scripts were used in preparing the text, different from those used in Mantua, resulting in

variances in their arrangements of portions of the text, such as the inclusion here of Sifra

de-Zeniuta in Bereshit, normally printed after Terumah. Conditions of Hebrew printing, apart

from Eliano’s participation at the press, are much evident. There is an imprimatur from

the Inquisition on the title page, the sole Cremona imprint to place it there, as well as a

longer permission at the end of the book. The introduction contains an allusion to the

fact that type was set on Shabbat; within the text the letters z”[[ (idol worshipers) are

added to the words ˆymm[ (peoples) and twmwa (nations).

Although begun later than the Mantua edition, this printing, done in haste, was com-

pleted earlier. Nevertheless, it was not immediately released for sale, for when more than

10,000 Hebrew books were burned in Cremona, with the complicity of Eliano, the entire

edition was seized. It was just barely saved, in contrast to other works, by the apostate

Dominican, Sixtus of Siena. It is known as the Zohar Gadol (large Zohar), in contrast to

the smaller Mantua edition (Zohar Katan), and is also referred to, because of Eliano’s involve-

ment, as the “Christian edition.” This notwithstanding, the Cremona edition was the pre-

ferred of the two editions by eastern European kabbalists.

Format 20: 132, 122, 146 leaves. Printed in Mantua (1558–60).


